CHAPTER XLV

THE MAR A Til AS INVADE BENGAL.     AHMAD SHAH
INVADES INDIA

A. B, 1740 TO 1748

THE great province of Bengal had owing to its remoteness
been hitherto saved from the Maratha armies, that had
overwhelmed Central India and Guzarat, and had crossed
the Jamna and threatened Delhi. From every other point
of view except distance, Bengal invited the invader, The
vast plains covered with ricefields, traversed by the
mightiest rivers of Asia, watered by two monsoons and
inhabited by a teeming, unwarlike population had often
been the prize of war. Prom Bengal Sher Shah had driven
Humayun out of India. The capture of Bengal had stabi-
lised the throne of Akbar, Its almost inexhaustible wealth
had furnished Aurangzib with the means of carrying on
the endless warfare of the Deccan. It had now become,
like the Deccan, the dominion of an independent prince.
During the reign of Aurangzib one Murshid Kuli Khan
became at first civil and afterwards military governor of
Bengal. He was given the title of Jaffir Khan, but his
name of Murshid has survived in the town of Murshidabad,
which he founded. He was succeeded by his son-in-law
Shujah-ud-Daulat. He was by origin a Turk and he bestowed
his friendship on one Mirza Mahomed, who had married
his kinswoman. Mirza Mahomed had two sons, Haji Ahmad
and Alia Vardi Khan, the Anaverdy Khan of some old-
fashioned histories. Both the sons were able and ambitious,
but by far the abler was Alia Vardi Khan, who rose after
Shujah-ud-daulat's accession to the office of first minister
and afterwards to the governorship of Patna. On Shujah-
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